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A MEMORIAL TRIBUTE TO 
KENNETH 0, MAY 
Kenneth 0. May's friends and colleagues gathered to honour him 
on 15 December 1977 at the University of Toronto. The following 
tributes were presented. 
BY ST1 LLMAN DRAKE, 
IHPST, UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO, TORONTO M5S 1Al 
We have assembled here because Kenneth May will no longer be 
with us except in our thoughts and memories. A few of us would 
like to speak, as his students, his colleagues, and his friends, 
in order that all here may the more vividly recall experiences 
of the man, his thought, his work, and his teaching. Perhaps 
in this way the very absence which occasions our gathering will, 
through it, create a presence. 
From the distant past, when I was a graduate student of 
mathematics at the University of California, I now recall only 
my professors, some close friends, and two or three undergraduates 
whose exceptional gifts were immediately and unmistakably evi- 
dent. One such was Kenneth May, who from the first words I 
heard him utter showed himself a mathematician par excellence. 
That he was also a man of independent spirit, high principle, 
and great personal courage became evident to me years later from 
newspaper reports of events that affected not only the university 
but the community at large. Yet much more time was to elapse 
before Ken May and I became associates and close personal friends. 
For that I am indebted to the University of Toronto, which ten 
years ago established the Institute for History and Philosophy 
of Science and Technology and invited me to come here to teach. 
I had chanced to meet Ken May in England a year before, and 
learned that he was then moving to Toronto. This was no small 
factor in my subsequent decision to come here, and most of what 
I have since accomplished bears the mark of Ken May's influence, 
either as friendly adviser, objective critic, scrupulous editor, 
or responsible Director of the Institute in the early years of 
this decade. 
No less will the work that remains for me to do continue to 
reflect the years of our association and friendship. It is not 
possible to list the many ways in which a powerful mind coupled 
with vision, honesty, and unbreakable good will affects the 
thought and actions of those priveleged to be in almost daily 
contact with it. For what I need to know of mathematics and its 
history, I shall have to turn elsewhere now; but for judgement 
of what is worthy of pursuit, what means are most suitable and 
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ends must be always kept in sight; for standards of scholarship 
to be maintained and for procedures in the rooting out of error 
and the gradual discovery of historical truth, I shall always 
have access to the counsel of Ken May's wisdom. That is a 
presence no less real today than in the past. 
BY H, S, M, COXETER, 
UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO, TORONTO, M5S 1Al 
I knew Ken for many years and enjoyed talking with him about 
the world in general and the history of geometry in particular. 
I often consulted him, and always found him willing to share 
his great knowledge of mathematical literature. On one recent 
occasion I was asked by a European publisher to referee the long 
and complicated manuscript of a new book on the philosophy of 
geometry, for a small fee. I showed the letter and synopsis to 
Ken. He advised me to reply that I would accept the assignment 
if they would agree to make the fee four times as much. I was 
quite happy when the firm replied that they had found someone 
else for the job. 
I admired Ken's courage in undertaking to compile a real 
dictionary of mathematics to replace the few unsatisfactory ones 
that already exist. I hope his colleagues will be able and 
willing to finish this enormous task. 
He was warm-hearted and conscientious. We will miss him 
very much. 
BY CHARLES V, JONES, 
UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO AND YORK UNIVERSITY 
Charles S. Peirce, the American logician and philosopher, 
made the observation that our conception of an object lies in 
the conception we have of its practical effects. I was reminded 
of this as I began to think about what I was going to say, today, 
because my first acquaintance with Ken May was as a student. 
And the first substantial research I did under his tutelage was 
on the logic of C. S. Peirce. I found it appropriate therefore, 
to recall this association with Peirce that we shared. And I 
found it particularly helpful in organizing my remarks to think 
about the practical effects that Ken May will have on the history 
of mathematics. 
My first impression of Ken was the result of one of the first 
letters I received from him. The letter had been typed with 
the carbon sheet reversed so that the back of the page had the 
carbon copy of the letter--in reversed image. Penciled-in at 
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the bottom of the page was the note "copy OK". The letter 
itself was signed with a slightly back-hand signature, boldly 
written with a felt-tip pen across more than half the page. My 
distinct impression of this man was that he was efficient, not 
confined by unnecessary canons of form,--and fat! 
I was wrong about him being fat. As I now know, that would 
have been completely out of character for Ken. His working 
life-style seemed to be almost obsessed with eliminating excess 
baggage of any kind. He was stimulated by the challenge to pare 
down to the basic, minimum essentials in every activity. His 
research methods were a model of efficiency, as was his adminis- 
trative style. His conversations and his actions were always 
direct and forthright. He inspired great affection and devotion 
from his students. He was always accessible to them, and his 
relationship with them was never tainted by condescension. He 
never stood on ceremony. It was all lean--no fat--just like the 
man. 
This aspect of Ken May's personality is no doubt linked to 
the impact he has had--and will continue to have--on the study 
of the history of mathematics. He has contributed his own 
analytic and expository studies, but his major contributions 
were clearly in the yeoman's services he rendered to the 
discipline. His exceptional ability to organize enabled him to 
make valuable contributions as an editor and compiler, and it 
will be these contributions that will mold the conception that 
the profession will come to have of Ken May as an historian of 
mathematics. 
This is not to imply, of course, that Ken May's writings in 
the history of mathematics were insignificant: his work on 
Gauss, for example, belies such a judgement. It is rather to 
point up a fundamental feature of his attitude about the history 
of mathematics--and, for that matter, about history in general. 
And that is, that history is not simply a story writ large by 
great men. But that in the background of every Gauss, there 
were institutions, social and economic conditions, many lesser 
known persons, and other such features that also constitute part 
of the story. These other factors contributed to the develop- 
ment of mathematics in very important and nontrivial ways. 
Likewise for the history of mathematics: just as the great 
historians contribute to its development, so also do the 
institutions and social factors. It is in this context, in my 
opinion, that we can see the significance of Ken's work in the 
field, in much the same way as he would have. In particular, 
we can identify his two most significant contributions: the 
compiling of his book, A Bibliography and Research Manual of the 
History of Mathematics, and the founding and editing of 
Historia Mathematics. 
The May Bibliography is an indexing of the literature perti- 
nent to the history of mathematics up to about 1968. For anyone 
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doing research in the history of mathematics, it is one of the 
most important sources to consult. Historia Mathematics is the 
only journal devoted exclusively to the history of mathematics. 
In addition to its research articles, HM also publishes news 
about what is happening around the world in teaching and research. 
Moreover, one of its major features is an abstracting service 
which is a continuation in substance of the May Bibliography. 
When the abstracting feature is combined with the Bibliography, 
one sees that Ken May has virtually single-handedly created the 
only systematic, open-ended bibliographic service for the 
enormous amount of literature dealing with the history of mathe- 
matics. 
There are many other contributions that deserve mentioning, 
some of which are the editing of the History of the IYathematical 
Association of America, the indexing of the American Mathematical 
Monthly, and the idea of creating the Canadian Society for 
History and Philosophy of Mathematics. At the time of his death, 
Ken was working on a mathematical dictionary with the novel 
feature of referring the reader to sources in the mathematical 
literature for more complete definitions. 
Kenneth 0. May was a writer of demonstrated ability, but he 
chose to perform the more onerous and less glamorous tasks. By 
facilitating communication among historians of mathematics, by 
making more accessible the vast research in the field, he has 
advanced the quality of the scholarship in history of mathematics 
across a broad spectrum. Few disciplines have been so well served. 
BY HENRY S, TROPP, 
HUMBOLDT STATE UNIVERSITY, ARCATA, CA 95521 
A few nights ago, my wife commented that it has always been 
her personal wish that all those people that she is particularly 
close to would outlive her. It was a selfish wish, of course, 
because Ken’s death left a hole in her life that diminished its 
quality significantly. That is precisely how I feel as the 
thoughts of the future without Ken begin to sink in. 
From the time I first met Ken May at the University of 
Michigan in the summer of 1956, my life has been subtly fashioned 
by him. He was a teacher in the tradition of the great rabbis 
of European legend--a scholar and an arbiter of disputes, and, 
most importantly, a man who by his own life set standards by 
which the community could measure itself. 
At a meeting recently in Los Alamos, one of my students chose 
to attend 011 his own and camp out fifteen miles from the 
meeting site. Every day Gary showed up bright and early, and I 
made it a point to see that he had an opportunity to meet the 
legendary computer PiOJleerS assembled. Ken was present during 
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one of those times in which I introduced Gary as “second-gener- 
ation Ken May.” Later, Ken drew me aside and asked me not to 
do that. He said he felt that the history of computers was my 
field, and besides, it was embarassing. I agreed to stop but 
only because it bothered him. But it was accurate. Whatever I 
did, I told him, was an attempt to continue to represent the 
view of scholarly work as I had learned it from him. However 
imperfect, it was important to me to attempt to pass on to my 
students that which I had been so priveleged to learn from him. 
Ken taught me not by lecture or sets of dicta, but gently 
through conversation over tea, dialogue on rambling walks, by 
suggestion, and even once through anger. I had turned in a 
hastily-written review for the Monthly one day. An hour later, 
he appeared and handed me a completely marked-up manuscript with 
the comment, “I’ll take it this time, but don’t ever do this 
again.” That was the last time I ever gave him (or anyone else) 
a manuscript that wasn’t polished to the best of my ability. 
Even now, as I struggle to write this, I keep wondering if it 
would pass Ken’s editorial scrutiny. (He’d cut it in half, for 
one thing. ) 
Ken’s influence was widespread. It was not hemmed in by 
either geographic or intellectual boundaries. Last October, I 
attended a meeting to discuss the founding of a new journal in 
the history of computers. The chairman distributed a letter 
from Professor Brian Randell in England, who was unable to 
attend. His letter reproduced a section from the Bibliography 
and Research Manual on how to write history. Since both the 
editorial group and the prospective authors were computer 
specialists rather than historians, Brian felt that this material 
should be made available to them. He said that it was the 
standard by which he had been guided, and by which he felt the 
journal should be established. 
One wonderfully funny incident sticks in my mind. One 
summer day, a group of us had gone to Stratford to view a play 
and picnic by the river. That evening, we attended what turned 
out to be a beautiful production of a particularly bad contempo- 
rary drama. Shortly before the intermission, a gentleman near 
US rose to his feet and in a booming voice announced, “This play 
is obscene and I am leaving.” All action stopped on stage. He 
stomped out. There was absolute silence for a minute followed 
by a few hesitant lines by the actors, and then the curtain 
came down. As we started for the lobby, Ken turned to us and 
said, “I blew it. I should have gotten up and said, ‘This play 
is obscene and I am staying.‘” 
William James once said, “The great us’e of life is to spend 
it for something that will outlast it.” For me, Ken May set 
the standard not only for scholarship but for living. 
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BY CHRISTOPH J, SCRIBA, 
UNIVERSITiiT HAMBURG, HAMBURG, FRG 
With Professor Kenneth 0. May the world-wide community of 
historians of mathematics has lost a colleague who as none other 
helped to establish the history of mathematics as a discipline 
in its own right. 
Developing a unique information storage and retrieval system, 
he compiled for the first time the comprehensive Bibliography 
and Research Manual, covering not a select period or area, but 
the whole wide field of mathematical history. After useful 
general advice on the organization of research, it contains 
voluminous bibliographies about mathematicians, mathematical 
topics, epimathematical topics, time periods, area1 and local 
aspects, universities and organizations, historiography and, 
last not least, the titles of relevant journals. Most historians 
of mathematics will now have this manual within easy reach on 
their desk. 
It was nine years ago that, following an initiative of K. 
0. May, a Provisional Subcommission of the History of Mathematics 
was formed by the General Assembly at the XIIth International 
Congress of the History of Science in Paris. Three years later, 
in 1971, a permanent Commission on the History of Mathematics 
was established in Moscow. Unanimously Professor May was 
elected as its chairman. 
At that time he had already collected most of the information 
for the first World Directory of Historians of Mathematics 
[ 19721. Containing more than 500 names, it listed the major 
fields of interest of each individual. The subject index, which 
allows one to look up immediately who is working on a certain 
person or topic, is particularly useful for the profession. A 
second edition is now being prepared. 
Of even greater impact and wider scope was Ken May’s plan 
to found an international journal on the history of mathematics. 
Several specialized journals on the history of mathematics had 
existed around the turn of the century, but none had outlived 
the difficult times of World War I. In November 1971, a first 
newsletter “Notae de Historia Mathematical’ was sent out from 
Toronto, outlining the nature of the proposed journal in the 
following words: 
The journal will be an international journal open to 
all historians, all points of view, and all approaches 
to the history of mathematics. It will serve as the 
professional journal of historians of mathematics, 
facilitating communication among themselves and with 
mathematicians, historians of science, teachers, and 
others interested in their work. It will deal with 
the history of all aspects of mathematics, including 
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biography, education, philosophy, applications, 
organizations, institutions, methodology, histori- 
owaphy , relations with other sciences, technology, 
and general history, but not including the history 
of related fields such as physics. 
In February 1974 the first issue was published, with Ken as 
editor. Within a very short time he had achieved what to many 
of us seemed impossible: not only had the journal been brought 
into existence by him, but as the first issue went to press he 
had already campaigned about 700 subscribers from 39 countries. 
Within three years, the number of subscribers had doubled. 
In his editorial to vol. 3 [1976] we read the following 
prophetic lines of our deceased colleague: 
The distinguished predecessors of HM were associated 
with their founders and died with them. If HM is to 
avoid this fate, we must prepare and carry through 
a prompt transfer of editorial responsibility to 
younger hands. 
Ken May must have realized the precarious state of his health, 
and during the past two years he took care that responsibility 
and editorial work of the journal was passed over to younger 
colleagues. At the XVth International Congress in Edinburgh, 
last August, he even gave up the chairmanship of the Internation 
al Commission on the History of Mathematics. 
He once said to me, “You must think I am a great organizer. 
Well, you know, I am. There are schemes I want to realize 
since I think the times are ready for them.” His dream was 
that of a world community of historians of mathematics working 
together unanimously regardless of race, political conviction 
or other non-scientific barriers. The International Commission 
in his opinion is to be the common House of Learning for all 
historians of mathematics in which there is room for everybody 
doing serious research. And his journal (though in his modesty 
he would never have said “my journal”) is to be the principal 
means of communication between all scholars of the profession 
and with mathematicians, teachers, historians, and others 
interested in their work. As such it will continue as a living 
tribute to its unpretentious and yet energetic founder and first 
editor. 
We, who participated at Edinburgh in the meeting of the 
ICHM--he chaired it in his usual informal, leisurely and never- 
theless determined way--did not foresee that it was to be the 
last meeting he would attend. Like a good house-father he had 
prepared his children, the Commission and the Journal, for the 
time in which he would not be able to look after them any more. 
This time now has come all too soon. 
We have lost more than a deserving colleague; we have lost 
a good friend. 
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BY BRUCE SINCLAIR, 
IHPST, UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO, TORONTO M5S 
HM5 
1Al 
Ken May was the Director of the Institute for the History 
and Philosophy of Science and Technology from 1973 to 1975. The 
normal term of office for directors of institutes is five years, 
but in the autumn of his second year, Ken suffered a heart attack. 
He directed things pretty well even from a hospital bed and was 
back in the office a few months later, but in the following 
spring he decided it would be better for his recovery to resign 
the directorship. Once he made up his mind, Ken rarely looked 
back, but I believe resigning was a difficult thing for him to 
do. He had a natural and easy talent for leadership, he liked 
the job, and he had ideas for the Institute. 
In my mind, Ken’s special contributions to the Institute fall 
into three areas. 
1. He made the Institute and the University of Toronto, the 
North American centre of the history of mathematics. For most 
people that was true because Ken founded and edited HM here, 
and published here his Bibliography. 
Because of his joint appointment in the Department of Mathe- 
matics and the Institute, Ken was able to treat a vital and 
unique interdisciplinary program here that combined study in 
mathematics and in the history of the subject. Students take 
courses in both fields, are examined in each, and if they go to 
academic posts , they can teach in both subjects. 
But perhaps most characteristic of his style and spirit, 
Ken made this the place historians of mathematics wanted to come 
to on their sabbatical leaves. And so there has been a remarka- 
ble pilgrimage from various countries. These visitors were 
always an important element in a weekly seminar called the 
“History of Math Conspiracy.” It vas absolutely democratic in 
organization; visitors, staff and students were all learners in 
an enterprise which derived its authority from the fact that 
everyone wanted to be there. 
2. Ken May contributed to the Institute by encouraging a 
heightened sense of social responsibility, in two forms. The 
first was that we do our jobs efficiently, effectively, and on 
time. I think he never lost a somewhat military concept that 
fineness of detail could be satisfied to timeliness without 
substantial loss. But even more, he had a strong belief in 
efficiency, unusual in this community which would often rather 
assign that concept to the world of business. To Ken, however, 
it was irresponsible to students and ultimately to the taxpayers 
for us to be less than well-organized and systematic in our 
operations. He believed the citizens of Ontario deserved the 
best return on their investment we could give them. 
For Ken, social responsibility also meant that historical 
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study should have relevance. This is a dangerous piece of 
ground for historians and he knew we did not all agree with him. 
But I believe he was right to imagine that the Institute might 
develop certain areas of study that had application to the 
nation’s current problems. He was interested in science policy, 
for example, and thought that the historical analysis of science 
and technology in Canada might serve the policy process in a 
useful way. 
3. Ken gave us a splendid approach to staff appointments. 
Out of his passion for information storage and retrieval, he 
collected the dossiers of all promising graduates of history of 
science programs anywhere and worked out a ranking system so that 
we always had identified a top candidate for any open position 
the Institute might have. It was a marvellously matter-of-fact 
approach, based on the proposition that nothing but the best 
would do. 
To those of us in the Institute, then, Ken May left us with 
a high morale, a sense of social purpose, and a series of 
effective techniques to help us with our work. He left to the 
University a unique program in the history of mathematics and a 
tradition of cooperation between the Department of Mathematics 
and the Institute. Moreover, where none had existed before, he 
left a worldwide community of historians of mathematics. 
BY MICHAEL S, MAHONEY, 
PRINCETON UNIVERSITY, NJ OS540 
The history of mathematics traces its lineage to Eudemus of 
Rhodes and counts among its forebears men such as Regiomontanus, 
Baldi, Montucla, Chasles, Tannery, and Moritz Cantor. A large 
part of the credit for its present new vitality must go to 
Kenneth 0. May. Ken undertook the work of leadership necessary 
to reunite historians of mathematics in a scholarly community. 
In Historia Mathematics he has left a symbol of his care and 
effort on behalf of us all. Its international sponsorship and 
direction reflect Ken’s commitment to understanding and communi- 
cation among scholars of all nationalities. Its recent 
reorganization attests to Ken’s sensitivity to the aspirations 
of younger scholars, whom he encouraged and assisted at every 
turn. Its attentiveness to recent developments in mathematics 
translates Ken’s conviction that mathematicians and historians 
of mathematics must work together in probing the development of 
one of mankind’s greatest intellectual achievements. 
Always approachable, always concerned, always responsive to 
others, Ken helped us all to do our job better. We shall miss 
him. 
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BY DIRK J, STRUIK, 
MIT, CAMBRIDGE, MA 02139 
The study of the history of mathematics owes a great deal 
to the tireless organization and discriminating work of Kenneth 
May. His--for it was his--Historia Mathematics--that extremely 
readable and yet scientifically strong periodical, reflected 
his character, his philosophical insight, his conviction that 
the history of mathematics is not only a technical, but also a 
logical, a social and a human enterprise. 
His work encouraged younger scientists to deeper study, and 
gave older ones new pride in their undertaking. We shall long 
remember this lovable man as a person of understanding, learning, 
courage and compassion. 
***x*x****** 
THE ELEANOR PARKIN MAY AND KENNETH 0. MAY 
MEMORIAL FUND 
Kenneth 0. May left money to encourage the study of the 
history of mathematics, in the form of a memorial to his mother 
Eleanor Parkin May. His family, fri.ends, and colleagues, with 
the cooperation of the University of Toronto, have joined to 
that fund one named also for him. Anyone who wishes may con- 
tribute in care of this address: Institute for the History 
and Philosophy of Science and Technology, University of Toronto, 
Toronto, Ontario MSS lA1, Canada. Please include return 
address for tax receipt, 
His friends at the University of Toronto would also like to 
collect memoirs about him from as many of his associates as 
possible--personal, political, scholarly, professional--the 
early as well as the recent. They hope to compile a looseleaf 
book permitting additions and re-organisations. Such a book 
might become useful to a biographer, but would also serve to 
remind the familiar and inform the new about the nature of the 
man who was so vitally among us. All anecdotes, reminiscences, 
pictures, observations, etc., are welcome. 
